The Other War Next Door: Violent Crime in Central America and the U.S. Response by Albert, Ross
100 101
THE OTHER WAR NEXT DOOR: VIOLENT CRIME IN 














in the region should focus their attention on these threats.
This essay proceeds in seven main sections. First, it provides a brief overview of the security challenges facing 
&HQWUDO$PHULFD¶V1RUWKHUQ7ULDQJOHWRGD\LQWKHIRUPRIRUJDQL]HGFULPLQDOJDQJVDQGGUXJFDUWHOV6HFRQGLW
explores the origins and growth of violent crime throughout the region.  Next, it examines the current U.S. strategy 
to confront these threats. In this regard, close attention is paid to multilateral agreements such as the Mérida 
,QLWLDWLYHDQGWKH&HQWUDO$PHULFDQ5HJLRQDO6HFXULW\,QLWLDWLYH&$56,)RXUWKLWDUWLFXODWHVWKHUHDVRQVWR
XVHDQHZDSSURDFKDQGRIIHUVVSHFL¿FDOWHUQDWLYHSROLF\SURSRVDOV)LIWKLWDGGUHVVHVSRWHQWLDOREVWDFOHVWRWKH
policy recommendations proposed in this paper, and the ways around those obstacles. Sixth, it explains why other 
SURSRVDOVIDLOWRSURYLGHYLDEOHVROXWLRQV/DVWLWFRQFOXGHVZLWKDVXPPDWLRQRIWKH¿QGLQJVDQGWKRXJKWVRQWKH
future prospects for peace and security in the countries.
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&HQWUDO$PHULFD(O6DOYDGRU*XDWHPDOD+RQGXUDVFDUWHOVGUXJWUDI¿FNLQJQDUFRWLFVRUJDQL]HGFULPH
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Persistent Violence
0RVW$PHULFDQVDUHZHOODZDUHRIWKHRQJRLQJGUXJZDULQ0H[LFRDQGWKHKRUUL¿FYLROHQFHWKDWKDVEHFRPH








levels of violence. 
7KH8QLWHG6WDWHVPXVWDFWDVDZLOOLQJSDUWQHUWRGHYHORSHIIHFWLYHSROLFLHVWKDWFRQIURQWWUDQVQDWLRQDOFULPH2QH
of the principal reasons why the United States should concern itself is because it is part and parcel of the problem. 
$VVXFKWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVKDVD³VKDUHGUHVSRQVLELOLW\´LQWKLVFRQÀLFWLQWZRPDMRUZD\V7KH¿UVWDVSHFWLQYROYHV








based intervention and prevention programs.
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million per year. Radar systems are just one of many needed resources, such as additional patrol boats, helicopters, 
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at solutions on eradicating gang-related crime in the region, a strategy must be devised that combines elements of 
enforcement and prevention. 






Second, intelligence sharing on a transnational level must increase. There has yet to be a successful international 
DSSDUDWXVWKDWLQWHJUDWHVDQGIXVHVLQIRUPDWLRQIURP86ODZHQIRUFHPHQWDJHQFLHVDQGWKHLU&HQWUDO$PHULFDQ
counterparts. The author proposes the creation of a transnational gang intelligence center for the purpose of 
coordinating and disseminating information between countries. This would be an effective mechanism for 
providing timely and accurate real-time intelligence feeds, thus enabling the authorities to apprehend gang leaders 
DQGFULPLQDOVPRUHHDVLO\7KHRUJDQL]DWLRQPXVWEHVWDIIHGE\FDUHIXOO\YHWWHGSHUVRQQHOIURPDOOSHUWLQHQW
countries. Thus, public diplomacy efforts in the region could combine communications resources and legal 
expertise through the gang intelligence center.
(QIRUFHPHQWVWUDWHJLHVPXVWEHFRPSOHPHQWHGZLWKSUHYHQWLRQDQGLQWHUYHQWLRQSURJUDPV,QWKLVUHJDUGSROLF\
PDNHUVVKRXOGFRQVLGHUWZRDSSURDFKHV)LUVWLQRUGHUWRPDNHWKHPRVWRIOLPLWHGUHVRXUFHVVRFLRHFRQRPLF
development efforts should target the most isolated and vulnerable communities in the Northern Triangle. It is 
XVHOHVVDQGZDVWHIXOWRWDNHDEODQNHWDSSURDFKWRWKHVRFLDOLOOVWKDWSODJXHWKHUHJLRQ$VSDUWRIWKHVWUDWHJ\
JRYHUQPHQWVVKRXOGUHO\RQGDWDGULYHQUHVHDUFKWRKHOSWKHPDQDO\]HDQGDVVHVVZKLFKFRPPXQLWLHVDUHPRVW
susceptible to gang violence. In most cases, vulnerable communities are those with an overwhelmingly young and 
underemployed population.





throughout other parts of the country and the region.  In this way, the person-to-person public diplomacy efforts 
of USAID could be scaled up to prevent crime more comprehensively.  For example, prevention councils which 
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Overcoming Obstacles to the Plan
While the policy prescriptions presented in this paper are an improvement over existing U.S. strategies to confront 
















region and in the United States are willing to put aside their differences to come together to confront the mutual 
threats facing their nations. 
/DVWGHWUDFWRUVPD\FRQWHQGWKDWVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFGHYHORSPHQWSURJUDPVFDQQRWTXHOOWKHYLROHQFHQRUDUH
they a substitute for law enforcement. There are a couple of rejoinders to these counterarguments. First, social 
intervention and prevention programs aim to prevent future violence by addressing the underlying causes of crime. 
6HFRQGWKHDXWKRULVQRWDGYRFDWLQJVROHUHOLDQFHRQDFLWL]HQEDVHGDSSURDFK5DWKHUFRPPXQLW\LQYROYHPHQW
must operate simultaneously and in tandem with policing efforts.






Another alternative is a targeted approach to curtailing youth gang violence. Proponents of this strategy argue 
that suppression efforts should be directed toward the most hardcore gang members. However, hardened gang 
PHPEHUVDUHXQOLNHO\WRJLYHXSWKHLUFULPLQDOOLIHVW\OHV)LQDOO\DQRWKHUDOWHUQDWLYHLVWROHDYHWKHFRXQWULHVRIWKH
Northern Triangle to their own devices. Advocates of this approach argue that serious and lasting reform can only 
FRPHLQWHUQDOO\7KLVLVXQGRXEWHGO\WUXHEXWWKHVHDUHVKDUHGSUREOHPVWKDWUHTXLUHVKDUHGUHVSRQVLELOLWLHV$V










continue unabated, but should not be relied upon as the only methods of confronting crime in the region.
In summation, this essay has argued for a multifaceted approach to confronting the security challenges in the 
1RUWKHUQ7ULDQJOH$Q\UHJLRQDOVHFXULW\SODQPXVWLQFOXGHHOHPHQWVRIERWKHQIRUFHPHQWDQGSUHYHQWLRQ2QWKH
enforcement side, two primary changes have been proffered. First, increased funding should go toward helping 
&HQWUDO$PHULFDQJRYHUQPHQWVKLUHPRUHSROLFHPHQ$ZHOOWUDLQHGSROLFHIRUFHLVDNH\HOHPHQWLQFRQWUROOLQJ
crime. Second, the United States should spearhead the creation of a transnational intelligence fusion center. As 
WKHQHZIRUPVRIYLROHQFHHYROYHDQGEHFRPHPRUHFRPSOH[VHFXULW\IRUFHVZLOOUHTXLUHPRUHSUHFLVHDQGWLPHO\
information to respond immediately and effectively to threats. From a prevention standpoint, socioeconomic 
SURJUDPVVKRXOGWDUJHWFRPPXQLWLHVPRVWDWULVN:KLOHLWLVXQGHUVWRRGWKDWYLROHQFHLVQRWFRQ¿QHGWRRQHDUHD
ORFDOFRPPXQLWLHVPRVWVXVFHSWLEOHWRFULPHGXHWRKLJKOHYHOVRISRYHUW\H[FOXVLRQDQGODFNRIRSSRUWXQLWLHV
should be given more support. Public diplomacy should expand to include technical, legal, and community-
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